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scientists think about heredity.
Epigenetic mechanisms provide a
memory for cells to remember
their gene expression pattern and
therefore their identity. When this
cellular memory fails it can lead to
perturbed development or
disease. The implications of
epigenetic research for human
biology and health, including
stem cells, cancer and ageing,
are far reaching and may be of
major importance in the post-
genomic era.
The new network bolsters the
Human Epigenome Project which
won financial backing late last
year. The project is a
public/private collaboration that
aims to identify and catalogue
methylation variable positions
(MVPs) in the human genome. As a
prelude, researchers in the
consortium recently completed a
pilot study of the methylation
patterns within the major
histocompatibility complex (MHC)
— a region of chromosome six
associated with more diseases
than any other region in the human
genome — funded by the EU. 
They have identified MVPs in
the vicinity of the promoter and
other relevant regions of
approximately 150 loci within the
MHC in tissues from a range of
individuals. This will provide an
insight into the complex
relationship between genetics
and epigenetics that underlies
both normal and cellular
homeostasis and disease states,
in particular autoimmune
diseases. For the pilot project the
team developed an integrated
genomics-based technology
platform.
The key company involved is
Epigenomics, a transatlantic
biotechnology company with
headquarters in Berlin. 
Amanda Fisher at the British
Medical Research Council’s
Clinical Sciences Centre in
London and Wendy Bickmore at
the Human Genetics Unit in
Edinburgh are leading the public
science activities associated with
the epigenetics project. “This
exciting collaboration will help us
understand how, despite having
the same DNA, cells receive their
different instructions to fulfil their
own unique jobs,” says Fisher.
London, trying to reinvent itself to
come up with a winning bid for
the 2012 Olympic Games, is also
rethinking its role in higher
education and research and the
possibility of greater
collaboration to strengthen the
city’s standing. One recent
statistic stands out: London
attracts more than 65,000
international students each year
— more than any other city.
Historically, London’s
universities have been so busy
competing with one another that
they do not give a second
thought to the possibility of
collaborations. That’s the
conventional wisdom. But a
number of new initiatives
demonstrate a growing collective
spirit in the British capital’s
powerful higher education sector.
Universities and colleges in
London employ more than 58,000
academic and non-academic staff
— about 20 per cent of the
country’s total. The 42
universities and colleges win
more than £600 million in
research funding each year — a
quarter of the national total. And
more than half of these
institutions are involved in
biomedical research.
The capital’s institutions range
from specialists, such as the Trinity
College of Music and Wimbledon
School of Art, to the world-class
multidisciplinary institutions such
as Imperial College London and
University College London. There
is fierce competition for the best
students, academics and research
grants, and many see their rivals as
the best institutions in Europe and
the US, not just Oxford and
Cambridge.
Among those backing
partnership is Adrian Smith,
principal of Queen Mary,
University of London, who is
chairman of London Higher, the
umbrella group that promotes
higher education in the capital.
The group now includes all 42
eligible universities and colleges
and is the largest regional higher
education association in the UK.
Smith argues that universities in
the capital face common
problems that can be tackled by
working together.
International student
recruitment is one example —
London Higher’s research has
found that very few potential
students know any British
universities other than Oxford and
Cambridge. Smith said that
collectively promoting London as
a destination was more rewarding
than individual institutions trying
to sign up students themselves.
“In some sense, London has been
backward in parading its wares
and making the positive case
that’s there. Part of what London
Higher is about is getting the data
together,” he says.
The StudyLondon campaign
and website is an example of the
benefits of collaboration. The
website is a virtual shop window
for higher education in London,
offering potential students
everything from visa application
forms to guides to the best pubs
and clubs.
In addition, institutions have set
up a number of partnerships that
have benefits for students and
academics. They include the joint
facility of health and social care
sciences created by Kingston
University and St George’s
Hospital Medical School. Then
there is the strategic alliance in
the health sciences between
Queen Mary and City University.
Smith says there was a “stacked
up queue” of initiatives waiting to
be implemented.
The London Development
Agency, set up four years ago as
the last of the nine regional bodies
charged with driving economic
growth and competitiveness, is
responsible for nurturing some of
the projects.
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New studies recommend that
greater collaboration between
the city’s higher education
institutions could help it achieve
the status of one of the global
learning capitals. Biomedicine
and science history should win
out too. Nigel Williams reports.
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Greg Clarke, the agency’s
director of promotion and
international initiatives, said there
were six large-scale collaborative
projects with aims such as
making the best use of the
capital’s science base.
London also has a world-class
collection of material for
biomedical scientists and
historians. Apart from the
internationally renowned Natural
History Museum, the Wellcome
Collection and Kew Gardens,
many smaller bodies hold rich
historical material. The Royal
Veterinary College, the first of its
kind in the world, holds
thousands of artefacts and books
dating back to its inception in
1791. St Bartholomew’s Hospital,
one of the world’s oldest
hospitals, founded in 1123, holds
a substantial store of mediaeval
artefacts and medical
instruments, and many other
smaller collections also exist,
providing a valuable resource.
The concentration of public
resources in London’s higher
education institutions means that
universities and colleges are
under constant pressure to
demonstrate that the investments
are justified.
Michael Driscoll, vice
chancellor of Middlesex
University, said it was easy to
question the need for more than
40 higher education institutes in
one city. But he believed that the
combination of large and small,
specialist and general
institutions, served its purpose
well.
“London benefits from having
the most diverse and rich higher
education sector of any city in the
world — not even New York or
Tokyo compares. It is an asset to
Britain, not just London,” he said.
Collaboration is also to be
‘steadily enhanced’ at the
University of London, the
federation of 19 colleges in the
capital, according to its vice
chancellor, Sir Graeme Davies.
But cash remains a problem.
The best UK universities trail well
behind the best in the US in terms
of endowed funds and income
and this will be a key issue in
bolstering the city’s case to
achieve global status.
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The origin of species, despite
the title of Darwin’s key book,
has remained an intriguing
question for biologists. With
growing concern about
biodiversity and man’s
increasing threat to it, issues of
species richness are of growing
interest and urgency. A new
study has looked at the
distribution of green lizards of
the Anolis genus in Cuba.
Although Cuba is large
compared with many other
islands in the Caribbean, it has
an extraordinary range of green
lizards — more than 60 species
in total.
A new study reported in the
Proceedings of the Royal
Society series B (published
online) has investigated the
origin of this Cuban diversity. A
team led by Richard Glor at
Washington University, St Louis,
describes work on the Cuban
anole lizards.
Researchers have described
two main mechanisms for
speciation. Sympatric
speciation is often considered
as the main mechanism in
species-rich isolated
ecosystems such as lakes or
islands. It is thought that
populations may have adapted
to different features of the
habitat or that sexual selection
has fragmented populations into
different species. Alternatively,
allopatric speciation is thought
to result from the physical
separation of populations which
then evolve along diverging
routes.
West Indian anoles represent
a classic example of a species-
rich adaptive radiation within
several relatively small,
geographically isolated areas.
On Cuba, where anole diversity
is highest, more than 60 species
occur over an area of only
110,000 square kilometres. Most
anole species on Cuba and
other Greater Antillean islands
result from within-island
processes leading some
researchers to believe that
sympatric speciation has played
a role in anole diversification.
However, the authors claim,
several lines of evidence
suggest that geographical
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Distanced: The great variety of Anolis lizards in Cuba may result from previous
inundation fragmenting the island. (Picture: Photolibrary.com)
